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Research into the experience of international students presents a variety of challenges 
and lifelong learning opportunities, but scarce information is available on designing and 
conducting projects with this population. This paper focuses on higher education 
international students in Australia. It draws on cross-cultural research literature, plus the 
author’s research experience and anecdotal observations of students completing 2 
Rodski library surveys. It emphasises the need for cross-cultural and second-language 
awareness throughout the research process and offers strategies for overcoming 
difficulties. It demonstrates the teaching and learning benefits that can flow from 
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INTRODUCTION  
 
Research into the experience of international students present a variety of challenges 
and lifelong learning opportunities. The linguistic and cultural variables that 
characterise international students introduce layers of complexity to the investigative 
process, but these difficulties are balanced by a range of associated benefits. In addition 
to providing data and insight about this significant population, research projects offer 
the potential for researchers and participants to develop cross-cultural and 
communication skills that enhance teaching and learning in a globalised higher 
education environment. 
 
The body of empirical data on international students is steadily growing, but there is 
little guidance available for researchers on the practicalities of designing and conducting 
projects in this specialist area. This paper, which focuses on international students at 
university level, draws insight from the wider fields of education and cross-cultural 
research, as well my own experience as researcher and librarian/information literacy 
educator, to identify the key challenges and discuss strategies for addressing them.  
 
RESEARCHING INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS – BACKGROUND 
 
Demographic and economic data on international students in higher education in 
Australia is readily available from government and independent sources (AEI 2001; IDP 
2002; IDP 2003), but qualitative research into their needs, experience and expectations is 
relatively scarce. What’s more, it has tended to focus on students from the Asian region, 
despite the ever-increasing diversity of the students’ backgrounds. 
 
While the literature offers little advice on undertaking research specifically with 
international students, valuable pointers – especially with regard to data collection 
design and implementation - can be gained from the broader field of cross-cultural 
research (Brislin, R. W. 1981; Ember, C. R. & Ember, M. 2001; Lonner, W. J. & Berry, J. 
W. 1986). There is a common interest in facilitating effective interpersonal 
communication between researchers and participants of different backgrounds, although 
some aspects (such as the logistics of field studies in remote locations and use of 
interpreters) are of limited relevance. Also, in contrast to many cross-cultural studies, 
with international students the research context is generally more ‘foreign’ to the 
participants than the investigators. 
  
This paper aims to supplement the information currently available with observations 
based on experience I have gained in the course of my: 
• Current Master of Information Technology (Research) project: International 
students and their use of online resources: A cross-cultural perspective on 
information retrieval (Hughes, in progress). 
This project involves about 10 Central Queensland University international students 
in semi-structured interviews and observed set tasks, with the aim of: gaining an in-
depth understanding of their experience using online resources; and, identifying any 
difficulties encountered in these activities that may be associated with linguistic or 
cultural differences. 
• Involvement with the administration two Rodski library client satisfaction surveys at 
Central Queensland University Brisbane International Campus (2001 and 2003) 
(Rodski unpub). 
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This survey managed by Rodski Research is a major benchmarking tool used by 
most Australian university libraries. At Central Queensland University it was carried 
out in 2001 and 2003 in electronic and paper format at all ten CQU Campuses. I 
gained valuable insight into international students’ experience with this kind of 
structured data collection method through survey-related enquiries received at the 
Library desk and scanning completed questionnaires. 
• Daily interaction with international students in my role as Campus Librarian and 
information literacy educator at Central Queensland University, Brisbane 
International Campus, which offers the opportunity to informally extend my 
knowledge and understanding of international students on a daily basis 
• Extensive experience as a second-language learner, exchange student and translator 
 
RESEARCHING INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS – THE CHALLENGES 
 
The central challenge of research involving international students relates to the very 
diversity of their backgrounds. In 2003 Australian universities enrolled almost 175,000 
international students from countries with widely varying religious, socio-economic and 
political structures (AEI 2001; IDP 2003). For example, Central Queensland University 
(2004) welcomes students from over 120 different nations as far flung as China, 
Malaysia, Uganda, Bangladesh, England, Oman, Turkmenistan and Tuvalu. As such 
they represent a multi-faceted sample population, about which little generalisation is 
feasible beyond the Commonwealth Government’s broad legal definition of 
‘international student’ (DEST 2003). Even use of English as a second language is not a 
common element, since a significant number of international students are native or 
bilingual English speakers (author’s anecdotal evidence).  
 
Thus the international student population is characterised by a lack of homogeneity in 
cultural, linguistic, personal and educational terms - ‘an enormous and unprecedented 
kaleidoscope of difference’ (Pincas 2001). To the researcher these represent a complex 
web of variables that need to be allowed for at all stages of project design and 
implementation, through clarification of purpose, choice of methodology, recruitment of 
participants, preparation of data collection instruments and activities, and data analysis.  
 
Cultural Considerations  
 
For ethical and practical reasons researchers need to recognise and respond sensitively 
to the infinitely varying personal and cultural attributes of international students, 
especially in relation to: 
• The effects of culture shock (Furnham, A. & Bochner, S. (1986) stemming from 
marked differences in social structure, customs, interpersonal relationships and 
communication between home and host countries (Ballard & Clanchy 1997) 
• Marked differences in the norms and styles of interpersonal communication, leading 
to a range of individual uncertainties and anxieties associated with saving face and 
appropriate social interaction, influenced by varying perceptions and conventions 
related to differences gender, age and status (McSwiney 1995; Spencer-Oatey 
2000), 
• Marked differences in educational traditions and approach to study and research 
(Ballard & Clanchy 1997; Samuelowicz, K. 1987); and IT and library use (Baron & 
Strout-Dapaz 2001; Mc Swiney 1995; Di Martino & Zoe 2000).  
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Differences in international students’ educational backgrounds are of particular 
significance. Many are unaccustomed to independent learning and may be unfamiliar 
with western research concepts and processes. In some cases individuals may even be 
suspicious of the researcher’s motives and unwilling to put their views ‘on the record’, 
as I have observed in the course of my project, and in students’ reactions to official 
university feedback channels. This may be of particular concern for students from 
countries with strongly controlling bureaucracies. Thus from the outset, to gain their 
willing and productive cooperation, the researcher needs to take special care in building 
participants’ trust by clearly: explaining western research ethics; emphasising and 
maintaining confidentiality; describing the purpose and intended outcomes of the 
project to ensure they understand their rights, commitments and how their input will be 
used. 
  
Recruiting participants can present special challenges since international students 
(especially those from Asian cultures) often display reluctance to ‘stand out’ from a 
group. Thus email invitations, allowing a private response often proves more effective 
than calling for a show of hands, or asking volunteers to stay behind after the class. 
Also, it may be necessary to devise strategies to overcome the natural modesty and 
reticence of some individuals. For example, a number of students declined to participate 
in my project stating a belief that their views were insignificant: 
“People won’t be interested in my thoughts” 
“I don’t want to waste your time, I don’t have anything important to say”. 
 
It is of paramount importance to respect students’ possible concerns relating to saving 
face and interpersonal issues (including differences of gender, age and status)  
by taking care not to create  situations likely to cause personal stress or highlight 
perceived ignorance or inabilities (Ballard & Clanchy 1997). Thus in all 
communications with my sample population I emphasised that my aim was to deepen 
my understanding of their experience, rather than suggest that I was looking for 
‘problems’ or ‘barriers’. This guided the wording of my interview questions; and the set 
task was framed in terms of inviting participants to demonstrate their information 
searching skills rather than setting pass/fail-type tests. 
 
Often participants need reassurance that constructive or negative responses are valid and 
acceptable, since some (especially those from Confucian heritage backgrounds with 
strong reverence for teachers and authority figures (Ballard & Clanchy 1997)) may feel 
constrained from giving frank responses for fear of causing offense or showing 
disrespect. This tendency can be detected in the following responses to my interview 
questions:  
‘What help did you get with searching for information?’ – ‘I didn’t need help, library is 
very good’  
‘What did you find hard?’ – ‘Nothing, databases are useful.’  
Also, students from some cultures (eg: Hindu or Muslim) might be deterred from 
attending private interviews if the interviewer were either of the opposite gender, 
significantly younger, or from a different social or religious group. These types of 
concerns might be allayed by providing alternative male/female interviewers – or 
perhaps by constituting a focus group.  
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Linguistic/Communication Considerations  
 
Linguistic and communication competence varies widely among international students 
and is closely related to the cultural variables discussed above (Borland & Pearce 
(2002). Each individual’s English language learning experience will be unique (Cook 
2001), but communication barriers encountered by international students include: 
comprehension difficulties; speaking and writing skills; different accents; 
unfamiliarity/confusion with ‘academic’ and other registers of English, and global 
variations in English; differences in cognitive performance and styles of rhetoric; group 
participation and discussion techniques; and confusion over body language (Ballard & 
Clanchy 1997; Borland & Pearce 2002; Pincas 2001). .  
 
Researchers need to be alert to the varied causes and effects of miscommunication in a 
cross-cultural context, since they have the potential to compromise the validity and 
reliability of findings. In particular it is important to avoid the trap of assuming that 
language ‘barriers’ result inevitably from participants’ ‘poor English’, rather than a 
mutual communicative mismatch. All the following factors have the potential to 
produce inaccurate data and discourage participation: 
• use of incompatible levels of language (eg. academic vs. colloquial) between 
researchers and participants 
• use of jargon or slang in interviews/surveys that is unfamiliar to participants 
• unfamiliar accents, which can cause communication difficulties for both parties 
• misunderstanding or misinterpretation of questions by participants 
• limited ability of participants to meaningfully articulate their responses in English 
(spoken or written) – leading to ambiguous, unintelligible or incomplete responses 
• misinterpretation of participants’ verbal responses by researchers 
• misinterpretation/ failure to recognise meaningful non-verbal cues (body language)  
 
It is therefore important that from the outset researchers accurately determine the 
English-language capabilities of the sample population and use language of an 
appropriate level in all written and verbal communication - especially in project 
documentation such as information sheets and consent forms and data collection 
instruments. For example, written surveys may be less effective with international 
students due to a common reliance on quite sophisticated comprehension skills. In the 
case of the Rodski (unpub.) survey, respondents were required to evaluate 35 statements 
in two categories - ‘importance’ and ‘performance’.  Several students commented to me 
that they did not see the need to answer the same questions twice, clearly missing the 
point that the same statement should be rated against two different criteria. Others 
complained that the questions were too difficult and/or time-consuming. A scan of 
responses to the 2003 survey submitted by CQU Brisbane International Campus 
students revealed that at a number either gave up mid-way or simply ticked the same 
column repeatedly. Surveys requiring free language comments also tend to yield 
incomplete or ambiguous results, as reflected in the following responses to the 2003 
Rodski question ‘What is the one area we could improve to assist you? : 
 ‘Turn the online catalogue more clear (mainly regarding to in each campus an item is 
available)’ 
‘Any of the negative things’ 
 
Less structured methods, such as semi-structured interviews, focus and observation may 
overcome some language limitations, since they allow investigators to watch for 
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instances of miscommunication, repeat and rephrase questions, seek clarification of 
ambiguous or incomplete responses, and gain additional information from the 
participants’ body language. 
 
Data collection for my project combined semi-structured interviews with observation of 
a set task. This dual approach provided information from different perspectives – 
reflecting participants’ thoughts and feelings (subjective response), as well as their 
actions (objective observation). It also alerted me to some discrepancies between 
students’ claimed and actual skills in information searching. 
 
Language limitations can also hinder data analysis. Incomplete, unintelligible and 
ambiguous written or verbal responses may be worthless or may lead to false 
interpretations of responses. Transcribing recorded interviews, which may contain a 
high degree of ungrammatical statements or mispronunciations, presents another set of 
challenges. Here it is greatly advantageous for the transcriber(s) to have a close 
familiarity with the participants’ speech patterns and the project environment. As a case 
in point, a professional typist who was unfamiliar with the field proved less effective at 
transcribing my interviews than an Australian teenager who frequently interacts in class 
and socially with international students. 
 
Ethical practice requires that participants fully understand the purpose of the project, as 
well as their commitments and rights. Major cross-cultural studies often employ 
interpreters or bilingual researchers, although problems associated with lack of 
linguistic and cultural equivalence still arise (Lonner, W. J. & Berry, J. W. (Eds). 
(1986)). While this provision would be outside the scope of many projects involving 
international students, researchers in this field undoubtedly benefit from some personal 
knowledge of second-language learning and use (Cook 2001; Reid1998; Spencer-Oatey 
2000). As I have found, first-hand language-learning experience heightens awareness of 
communication pitfalls, and sensitivity to different speech patterns and nuances of 
verbal and non-verbal meaning. It can also assist the development of rapport between 
interviewer and participants.  
 
ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGES – SOME STRATEGIES 
 
The principles of good research practice, which include clarity of purpose, appropriate 
methodology, rigorous approach to data collection and analysis, credibility and integrity 
of the researcher, remain constant with any sample population (Ezzy, D. 2002; Patton, M. 
Q. 1990); but attention to the special nature of cross-cultural research (Brislin 1981; 
Ember & Ember 2001) greatly enhances the quality of projects involving international 
students. It is also important to allocate considerably more time for data collection and 
analysis than is often normal, to allow for: building rapport; language-related hesitations 
in responses; repeating and rephrasing misunderstood questions; explaining unfamiliar 
concepts; deciphering written responses; transcribing and repeatedly replaying recorded 
interviews. 
 
Key points for research design involving international students – which incidentally 
have close parallels with the principles of good teaching with this group (Ballard & 
Clanchy 1997) - can be summarised as follows: 
• Avoid making, relying on or perpetrating generalisations about international 
students – respect their individuality as participants 
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• Allow for participants’ concerns with saving face and cultural influences on 
interpersonal relationships (eg: with differences in gender, age and status) 
• Anticipate some unfamiliarity with research – be prepared to explain western 
research concepts, as well as the purpose and process of the particular project 
• Emphasise and uphold participants’ right to confidentiality - especially with regard 
to institutional or government bureaucracy; reassure them that their participation 
will in no way affect their enrolment or assessment 
• Allow for language limitations in selecting and designing project methodology – 
consider alternatives to language-intensive surveys and written responses, such as 
semi-structured interviews, observation and focus groups 
• Use clear, unambiguous language in all written and verbal communication (in 
project information sheets, data collection instruments etc); avoid (or clearly 
explain) jargon, slang and unfamiliar technical language 
• Take especial care with design of interview/survey questions and set tasks to ensure 
that participants are not set up fail or lose face – or given reason to perceive that risk 
• When recruiting participants, be prepared for a limited response rate –  avoid putting 
individuals on the spot; try a variety of approaches, such as: class visits, notices, 
email, enlisting support of Student Association 
• Encourage participants to respond freely and constructively, to dispel any notion of 
causing offense or displaying disrespect 
• Allow plenty of time for data collection and analysis; when interacting with 
participants be prepared to repeat and rephrase questions and instructions  
• Record interviews (audio or video) – repeated replaying helps develop familiarity 
with participants’ accents and language patterns, and often later reveals the intended 
meaning of an initially unclear response 
 
THE BENEFITS OF RESEARCHING INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS  
 
The difficulties described above are often counter-balanced by a range of benefits to 
researchers and participants. In addition to providing the desired data, a project may 
offer rich educational experiences to participants, resulting from their exposure to the 
research process. Depending on the nature of the investigation, additional teaching and 
learning opportunities may arise. For example, I provided informal online information 
skills instruction after some interviews in response to questions raised by participants.  
 
From the researchers’ point of view, projects involving international students offer a 
valuable opportunity to hone cross-cultural skills and understanding. The resulting 
professional and personal enrichment is particularly pertinent in our globalised 
education environment. 
  
The benefits may be particularly rich where the researchers’ interaction with 
international students extends beyond the actual study. Project involvement has the 
potential to enhance mutual understanding and communication between teaching and 
support staff and students, which in turn may have a positive flow-on effect to other 
activities that link both parties. For example, the benefits may be reflected in improved 
classroom participation or student services. As a case in point, my project 
serendipitously provided a means of promoting library services, as well as gaining 
informal feedback on students’ resource and IT needs which can be incorporated into 
future planning. Moreover, in light of the ongoing debate over the role of librarians in 
information literacy and higher education, I believe this kind of research activity has the 
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potential to strengthen our professional standing among the academic and student 
communities.  
 
Research activities may also enhance the commercial relationship between education 
providers and international students. In the words of one of my project participants, this 
research shows that “you’re interested in us, not just our money” (an attitude to be 
valued in a competitive international education market). 
 
The benefits of culturally aware research design are not restricted to projects that focus 
exclusively on international students, however. In many cases (such as the Rodski 
survey) international students are coincidentally part of a wider sample population, 
which may include long-term Australian residents, as well as individuals from other 
non-English speaking backgrounds, such as migrant and indigenous communities.  
Attention to clarity of language, transparency of purpose and interpersonal sensitivity  




Research involving international students presents particular challenges and pitfalls. It 
can be time-consuming, even frustrating, for all concerned – but also satisfying given its 
potential to open the doors of interpersonal communication and understanding. The key 
to quality project outcomes lies in applying sound cross-cultural and second-language 
principles to all aspects of the research process. 
 
From the lifelong learning perspective, involvement in a research project offers valuable 
educational opportunities. As participants international students may gain practical 
insight - often for the first time - into the research process. Bonus educational outcomes 
of this experience could include increased understanding of independent learning 
principles and skills, as well as greater interpersonal confidence in the western academic 
environment. Researchers too may derive personal and professional enrichment in terms 
of increased cross-cultural awareness and skills, which they may also beneficially apply 
to their other professional activities such as teaching or student services. Thus the value 
of strategies and attitudes emerging from research involving international students may  
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